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Introduction
• The Australian tertiary sector, and the legal academy in 
particular, know the statistics about students and 
mental health.  
• As lecturers and tutors, we hear stories (and catch 
glimpses) of declines in law student psychological well-
being.
• Soooooo, what do we do?
• What do we need to be seen to be doing
– By students?
– By the Law Faculty?
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Despite the unknowns around cause …
• The BMRI report recommends that we should 
‘focus on the known risk factors, to establish 
supportive environments and to maintain 
connectedness’ (BMRI, 2009, 43).  
• This is a problem for our professional community 
(BMRI, 2009, 43). 
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“What does our law school do about 
student mental health?”
• If someone (like a Dean) comes into your office 
and says “what does our law school do about 
student mental health?”, how do you answer that 
question?
• Can you answer it easily?
• Is it lots of little things done well (but you can 
never remember all of them)?
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So we had a coffee…
• …and asked ourselves – “best case scenario, what do we hope for 
our law students?”
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What do we hope - We already knew the 
answer
• Our starting point was to formally articulate our 
end goal. 
• “Our goal for our students is that they become 
happy, healthy, competent professionals – in law 
or any other area of professional endeavour they 
choose”  
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But what do we do at QUT?
• Curriculum design 
– Dispute resolution (first year core)
– Mental health literacy
– Ethics and professional responsibility (third year core)
– Professional identity and reflective practice
• Extra-curricular program
– Buddy program
– Wellness days and pop-up wellness events
– Collaborations with the library on exam preparation
– Career advice and support
– Connections with QUT Counselling
– Seminars with HDR students
– Staff wellbeing talks
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Substance Plus Aesthetic
• Is this just a series of one-off wellness activities or are they 
connected?
• How do we create a culture that values well-being?
• We felt like we had substance, but needed to promote that 
substance.
• We needed some organising symbols/tools to represent what we 
were trying to achieve – a mental health program.
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…and then we got lucky
• Faculty IT people asked us to help them update a 
Faculty web page on resilience written by Melinda 
Edwards when she was Assistant Dean Learning and 
Teaching (the page receives a lot of hits)
• With the support of our Head of School – Judith 
McNamara - we received a Faculty T and L grant for the 
website and a University First Year Experience grant to 
help resource some well-being initiatives in the first year. 
• Luckily Rachael met our animator Will through a 
Women’s Legal Service project. 
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I Belong in the LLB
+
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• The I Belong Program is a work in progress
• Proactive v reactive
• Promote wellbeing v alleviate psychological 
distress
• Theoretically underpinned by:
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Why that strategy, why that theory?
• To be successful, the “I Belong” Program needs to engage students 
with difficult subjects:
– The (sometimes) stressful nature of legal education and legal 
practice
– The contributing factors to law student and lawyer psychological 
distress
– The nature of mood disorders
– Who is responsible for mental wellbeing
• There is a fine line to be walked between educating students about 
mental health in the law and discouraging students from pursuing a 
career in the law
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Why that strategy, why that theory? (2)
• We believe a positive and proactive mental health 
program is the best strategy for creating a culture of good 
mental health (=reframe the challenge)
• If 35% of students suffer from high levels of psychological 
distress then 65% do not.  A wellbeing program should 
talk to 100% of law students, regardless of their baseline 
level of health.
• Positive psychology, good pedagogy and intentional 
curriculum and extra-curricular design are the keys.
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Some keys to success that are embedded 
in the I Belong in the LLB Program
• PERMA – positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, 
achievement.
• Self Determination Theory
• Character Strengths and Values
• Managing stress.
• Building resilience.
• Mindfulness
• Intentional curriculum design around positive professional identity 
and threshold concepts.
• Authentic learning experiences and assessment.
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Difficulties in drawing students in
• Difficult to ask law students to engage with 
mental illness, because stigma still surrounds 
the issue.
• BMRI stats show a general reluctance to seek 
professional help.
• Disclosure to admitting authorities
• May jeopardise future career (fit and proper 
person) 
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Animation and Law Student Wellbeing
• The purpose of the animation is to invite students in and explore a 
website focussed on law student well-being at QUT.
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Awareness
• We want our students to be aware of this 
resource:
– To increase their mental health literacy
– To understand the facts and figures about law 
student well-being
– To learn tips and tricks for improving 
wellbeing
– To make sure that every student knows about 
QUT counselling services and how they work
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What we hope happens
• Increased mental health literacy
• An appreciation that stressors exist in any 
academic discipline, and in some instances they 
cannot (and should not) be removed
• Students adopt proactive measures to improve 
their psychological wellbeing
• Happy, healthy, competent future professionals 
– in law or otherwise.
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The animation
• This is a launch of sorts – it hasn’t been shown 
to a public audience before!
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• The animation is a means to an end – a way of 
engaging law students about the importance of 
mental health to their study, their broader tertiary 
experience and their future careers.
• A soft entry to a hard conversation
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I Belong in the LLB
